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very	 last	 things	 he	 was	 working	 on	 were	 finishing	 touches	 to	 his	












How	 do	 we	 fetch	 up	 with	 a	 belief	 in	 the	 existence	 of	 God?	 The	
other	 question	 is:	How	 can	we	 demonstrate	 that	God	 exists?	Now,	
these	two	questions	are	profoundly	different	in	respect	of	the	sort	of	




accounts,	a	 lot	of	 them	nothing	to	do	with	reason	or	 intellect.	 It’s	a	




History of Religion and	 the	 other	 Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion.	One	of	 the	 things	 that	 these	 two	titles	have	 in	common	is	
the	word	‘natural’	and	here	I	take	my	starting	point	from	something	










experience,	 the	undeniable	experience	of	 the	world	 that	he	 lives	 in,	
and	he’s	going	to	approach	questions	about	religion	from	where	he	is,	
a	natural	creature	in	the	natural	world.	
This	 is	 his	 subject	 throughout	 his	 life.	 His	 magnum opus,	
philosophically	speaking,	is	his	Treatise of Human Nature.	We’ve	got	
to	 listen	 to	 that	 title.	Human	nature.	Why	 is	 he	on	 about	 that?	The	
answer	is	that	he	thinks	that	human	beings	are	natural	beings.	We	are	




we	 discover	 all	 over	 the	 place	 human	 beings	with	 religion	 so	 let’s	
consider	 religion	 also	 as	 part	 of	 the	 natural	 world,	 part	 of	 human	
practices	 and	human	beliefs.	 In	 all	 of	 this	we	want	 to	 know,	 given	







is	 the	origin	of	society?	What	 is	 the	origin	of	 language?	Hume	was	
interested	in	the	origin	of	religion.	






beings	 in?	So	Hume	puts	his	 thoughts,	developed	 in	 the	Treatise of 
Human Nature,	 to	 work	 on	 matters	 to	 do	 with	 religion.	 He	 wrote	
his	Natural History of Religion	 about	 one	 decade	 after	writing	 the	
T
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Origin of religion stemming from fear

























































the	 intellectual	 underpinning	 that	 you	 would	 require.	 Hume	 knew	
that	very	well	and	no	doubt	 thought,	as	 I	do,	 that	 there	 is	probably	
hardly	a	soul	on	this	planet	who	believes	in	God	because	they’ve	read	
Anselm	of	Canterbury’s	Proslogion	(his	ontological	argument	about	






believe	 in	 the	 existence	 of	God	 because	 of	 this	 argument,	 since	 he	
precedes	 the	argument	with	a	prayer	 to	God.	This	 is	fides quaerens 



























mechanism	 involved	 in	 the	 formation	 of	 the	 belief	 goes	 nowhere	












on	 his	 religious	magnum opus,	 his	Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion,	which	is	without	peer	amongst	writings	on	religion	during	
the	 European	 Enlightenment	 (not	 just	 the	 Scottish	 Enlightenment).	
I	 think	the	only	person	that	comes	anywhere	near	him	is	Immanuel	
Kant.	











was	 sure	Hermippus	would	be	 interested	 in.	Clearly	Pamphilus	has	
a	good	memory	because	he	then	proceeds	to	write	a	hundred	pages,	
and	with	very	dense	 argumentation.	He	 says	modestly,	 it’s	 the	best	
he	 can	do!	Who	are	 these	people?	We	don’t	 know	 too	much	 about	
that	but	we	learn	almost	at	the	start	of	the	Dialogues	that	Pamphilus	
is	 the	 tutee	 of	 the	moderate	 theologian/clergyman,	 Cleanthes.	 It	 is	

















Now,	 the	 drift	 of	 the	 argument	 in	 the	Dialogues	 is	 not	 a	 very	
agreeable	one	 from	 the	point	of	view	of	 a	 certain	kind	of	 religious	
person.	One	of	 the	personae	 in	 the	Dialogues	 is	 really	 speaking	on	
behalf	 of	Hume	 –	 that’s	 Philo.	But	 Philo	 doesn’t	 declare	 this;	 he’s	




other.	Why	do	you	 think	 this	one	 is	me?’	And	what’s	more,	having	
established	 the	 enormous	 distance	 between	 himself	 and	 the	 text	 of	
the	 dialogue,	Hume	 can	 go	 one	 stage	 further	 –	 it’s	 not	 that	we	 are	






Nobody	was	 taken	 in	 by	 this	 because	 it	was	 difficult	 to	 forget	 that	
Hume	 had	 actually	 written	 the	 book.	 Even	 if	 you	 can’t	 precisely	
ascribe	a	particular	view	to	Hume,	 the	fact	 is	 that	 there	 is	one	drift	
of	argument,	one	particular	line	that	people	would	not	like	and	it	was	
brilliantly	 argued,	 so	whether	 it	 was	 held	 by	Hume	 or	 not	 he	was	
giving	 the	best	argument	 to	 the	devil.	 It	might	have	been	better	 for	
Hume	if	he	had	toned	it	down	a	little	bit.	
I	 am	 reminded	 of	 something	 that	 Thomas	Aquinas	 said	 in	 the	
Summa Theologia about	disputes	the	church	occasionally	sets	up	with	














He	comes	clean	quite	early	on,	 in	 that	 the	 three	protagonists	all	
agree	 that	 there	 is	 no	 point	 looking	 at	 a priori arguments	 for	 the	
existence	 of	 God	 (arguments	 that	 do	 without	 experience,	 such	 as	






An orderly created world?
We	are	 left	with	what	 I	began	with,	which	 is	 the	 fact	 that	Hume	 is	
approaching	all	of	this	from	where	he	is,	namely	a	creature,	a	human	
being,	 a	 piece	 of	 nature	 using	his	 sensory	 receptors	 to	 look	out	 on	
the	natural	world	and	see	what	we	can	 learn	about	 the	existence	of	
God.	The	Dialogues	 is	 a	 text,	 therefore,	 placed	 very	 firmly	within	
the	European	tradition	of	natural	theology	which	depends	heavily	on	
the	work	of	scientists,	 in	the	sense	that	you	argue	that	 if	 indeed	the	
natural	world	is	the	work	of	a	Creator,	an	artificer	God,	a	God	who	





















was	 a	 natural	 scientist.	There	was	 therefore	 no	 divide	 between	 the	














































This	 is	 the	drift	of	Hume’s	argument	against	 analogy	especially	














remarked	 that	 the	wise	man	 proportions	 his	 belief	 to	 the	 evidence.	
We’ve	 really	 got	 no	 evidence	 about	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 world.	We	
weren’t	there.	Nobody	was	there	and	nobody	told	us	about	this.	We’ve	
got	 no	 idea	 how	 such	 a	 thing	was	 done	 or	what	 indeed	was	 done.	
What	does	creation	from	nothing	mean?	I	will	not	go	into	the	question	






The fact of ‘evil’
So	 here’s	 Hume	 speaking	 as	 a	 natural	 scientist	 saying,	 ‘We	 have	
no	 experience	 about	 this	 but	 this	 is	 a	 metaphysical	 matter	 about	
God	as	Creator.’	But	 there	 is	something	else	worrying	him,	namely	
that	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 Holy	 Scripture	 God	 is	 being	 accepted	 as	 just,	
forgiving,	merciful,	loving,	a	God	who	is	providential,	watching	over	
his	 creatures;	 and	 Hume	 says	 ‘Let’s	 have	 some	 evidence.’	 God	 is	

























Human artefacts linked to human intelligence in the universe?
Let	me	 return	 to	 a	matter	 raised	 earlier,	 that	 of	 the	 argument	 from	
analogy	 for	 the	 existence	 of	 God.	 Does	 Hume	 absolutely	 reject	
analogy?	I	believe	the	answer	is	‘no’	and	my	argument	is	based	on	the	




So	 he	 is	 not	 denying	 analogy	 outright.	 I’m	 inclined	 to	 think	 that,	
having	allowed	that	there	is	an	analogical	relationship	between	human	












brought	 him	up	with	 his	 siblings.	He	knew	what	 the	Kirk	 of	 those	














During	 the	 High	 Middle	 Ages	 onwards	 the	 Dominicans	 were	
distinguished	from	the	Franciscans	on	the	grounds	that	the	Dominicans	
said	 that	 intellect	 had	 primacy	 in	 relation	 to	will.	 The	 Franciscans	
said	that	it	was	the	will	that	had	primacy	in	relation	to	the	intellect.	
What	 this	amounts	 to	crucially	 is	 that	both	sides	believed	 that	 faith	
included	a	movement	of	the	intellect	and	a	movement	of	the	will,	and	
one	of	 these	 two	had	primacy.	The	hard-headed	fideists	 said	 ‘Faith	











An atheist or a sceptic?
Hume	is	no	more	able	to	demonstrate	the	non-existence	of	God	than	
he	 is	able	 to	demonstrate	 the	existence	of	God.	 In	 so	 far	as	he	 is	a	
natural	 scientist,	 Hume	 does	 not	 know	 that	 God	 doesn’t	 exist.	Yet	
we	are	talking	about	one	of	the	profoundest	philosophers	of	Western	
culture,	one	who	held	 that	 the	faculty	of	reason	has	a	natural	home	






say	Hume	might	 still	be	an	atheist	but	 if	he	 is	he	 is	an	atheist	as	a	
dogma.	But	 the	evidence	better	supports	 the	contention	 that	he	was	





On	 this	 basis	 I	 want	 to	 make	 one	 last	 point.	A	 lot	 of	 criticism	 of	
the	Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion	 is	 based	 upon	 a	 false	
conception	 of	what	 the	 book	 is	 about.	The	 peculiar	 thing	 is	 that	 if	
you	read	that	book	you	discover	that	Hume	is	not	discussing	whether	
God	exists.	Hume’s	question	is	whether	there	are	any	good	arguments	












he	was	 not	 a	 theist.	But	 he	 is	 not	 denying	 a	 deistic	God,	 for	 he	 is	
allowing	the	probability	of	a	remote	analogy	between	the	cosmos	and	
the	human	artefact.	I	think	it	is	best	simply	to	say	that	Hume	was	no	
theist,	no	atheist.	He	was	a	very	sophisticated	and	very	subtle	sceptic	
on	matters	of	religion.
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Note
1	 This	paper	a	lightly	edited	version	of	an	unscripted	talk	given	at	a	
meeting	of	the	Scottish	Church	Theological	Society	on	10.01.2012.
